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AN APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR ONLINE 
ADVICE CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT 

FIELD OF THE TNVENTTON 
[0001] The invention relates generally to the field of customer relations 

management. More particularly, the invention relates to a method and apparatus for online 
advice customer relationship management. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
[0002] Consumers interested in acquiring services must first identify a service 

provider who is capable of providing the required services. At present, this usually means 
perusing a telephone directory, which can become frustrating and time-consuming if the 
service providers telephoned are not immediately available. In addition, a simple telephone 
call does not enable the service provider to charge a fee according to the time spent with 
his/her customers. 

[0003] Systems now exist that enable providers of services to charge fees for the 

time spent delivering the service. 1-900 phone numbers will charge the seeker of services 
according to the time spent receiving the service and will transfer this payment, or a portion 
of it, to the provider. Each 1-900 number, however, has a very narrow scope - "Hear your 
Horoscope," for instance. If a seeker would like to hear an entirely different service - 
"Your Local Weather," for instance - he/she would have to dial a completely different 1- 
900 number. Similarly, each 1-900 number is quite rigid in the price, quality, and 
specificity of its service. 

[0004] However, current systems (service provider systems) now exist that enable 

seekers to locate service providers according to a wide range of price, quality and 
specificity of service (U.S. Application No. 09/414,710 and U.S. Application No. 
09/702,217). Such systems also make it possible for the service provider and buyer to be 
connected and communicate in real time. Such systems, provide service seekers the 
capability to select service providers via the Internet, assuming the service seeker owns or 
has access to the necessary computer hardware to browse the internet. In addition, a 
service seeker can be matched to a wide array of service providers with specific skills using 
only a simple audio-transmission medium such as the telephone. 
[0005] The systems described above, such as for example, the service provider 

systems, are designed to generate capital for both the owners of the systems, as well as the 
service providers, which provider their services via the systems. As such, the more 
requests and live conversations the service provider engages in, the more money the service 
providers will generate. Accordingly, the more money generated by the service providers, 
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the more money that will be generated for the service provider system. As such, the system 
described above not only aspire to attract as many customers as possible, but where 
possible, to have as many repeat customers as possible. 

[0006] Therefore, the goal of each of the service provider systems described above 

is to provide improved compensation for the service providers and as a result, the systems 
themselves. Unfortunately, current means do not exist for tracking previous customers of 
the system. This customer relationship management aspect is not available in current 
systems, but could certainly be utilized in order to generate additional capital for the service 
providers available to the systems and as a result, provide additional compensation for the 
service provider systems. Generally, the system may keep a percentage of the fees paid to 
service providers for providing live advice and therefore directly benefit by having repeat 
customers. 

[0007] Therefore, there remains a need to overcome one or more of the limitations 

in the above-described existing. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
[0008] The present invention presents a method and apparatus for online advice 

customer relationship management. The method includes the determination of a service 
provider ED code from a requesting service provider. Once a service provider ID code is 
determined, a list of service seekers that have received advice regarding a field of service 
from a service provider corresponding to the service provider ID code is generated. Once 
generated, the listing of service seekers is displayed via customer display screen. As such, 
system administrators, as well as the service providers themselves, may view listings of 
service seekers in order to provide relationship management of the service seekers, such as 
for example, providing incentives to service seekers for follow-up live advice, as well as 
blocking undesired service seekers from further contact with the service provider. 
[0009] The present invention provides many advantages over known techniques. 

The present invention includes the ability to enable service providers of service provider 
systems to track the various customers that have received advice communication from the 
various service providers. In doing so, the service providers may provide incentives to 
service seekers that have received advice from the service provider in order to induce repeat 
business. The service provider can also track service seekers and receive alerts from the 
system for initiating e-mail contact with service seekers that have expressed interest in 
engaging in repeat business. The customer relationship tool described herein enables 
service providers to track clients in order to generate follow-up business, which will 
provide increased compensation for the service providers and as a result, provide increased 
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compensation for the service provider system, which collects a portion of the fees charged 
by the service providers for providing live advice regarding one or more fields of service. 



3 




Atty . Docket No. : 4704P020 Express Mail No . : EL65 1 893670US 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[00010] The present invention is illustrated by way of example, and not by way of 
limitation, in the figures of the accompanying drawings and in which: 
[00011] FIG. 1 depicts a block diagram illustrating a service provider system, 
including online advice customer relationship management in accordance with one 
embodiment of the present invention. 

[000 1 2] FIGS. 2A and 2B depict block diagrams further illustrating the service 
provider system as shown in FIG. 1. 

[00013] FIG. 3 depicts a web page illustrating a customer management screen in 
accordance with a further embodiment of the present invention. 

[00014] FIG. 4 depicts a web page illustrating a customer detail screen in accordance 
with a further embodiment of the present invention. 

[00015] FIG. 5 depicts a web page illustrating a customer contact screen in 
accordance with a further embodiment of the present invention. 

[00016] FIG. 6 depicts a web page illustrating a customer list screen in accordance 
with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 

[00017] FIG. 7 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method for online live advice 
customer relationship management in accordance with one embodiment of the present 
invention. 

[00018] FIG. 8 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional for generating 
transaction records in order to enable online customer relationship management in 
accordance with a further embodiment of the present invention. 

[00019] FIG. 9 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method for enabling a service seeker 
to engage the online customer relationship management system in accordance with a further 
embodiment of the present invention. 

[00020] FIG. 10 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for determining 
a service provider ID code of a service provider in accordance with the further embodiment 
of the present invention. 

[00021] FIG. 1 1 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for generating 
a list of service seekers having received advice communication from a respective service 
provider in accordance with a further embodiment of the present invention. 
[00022] FIG. 12 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for displaying 
a listing of service seekers via customer display screen in accordance with a further 
embodiment of the present invention. 
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[00023] FIG. 13 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for processing 
selected service providers within a display listing in accordance with an exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention. 

[00024] FIG. 14 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for processing 
selected service seekers in accordance with a selected customer management processing 
command in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 
[00025] FIG. 15 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method for providing a service 
provider with a listing alert for one or more service seekers designated as potential repeat 
customers in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 
[00026] FIG. 16. depicts a flowchart illustrating a method for performing online 
customer relationship management of service seeker customers of a respective service 
provider in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 
[00027] FIG. 17 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for receiving a 
service seeker alert by a respective service provider in accordance with one embodiment of 
the present invention. 

[00028] FIG. 18 depicts a flowchart illustrating an additional method for processing 
selected service seekers in response to a list assignment command in accordance with an 
exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 

[00029] FIG. 19 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method for providing incentive 
compensation to service providers in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[00030] FIG. 20 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method for blocking selected 
service seekers from receiving repeat live advice communications from a respective service 
provider in accordance with an exemplary embodiment of the present invention. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION 
[00031] A method and apparatus for online advice customer relationship 
management are described. The method includes the determination of a service provider 3D 
code from a requesting service provider. Once a service provider ID code is determined, a 
list of service seekers that have received advice regarding a field of service from a service 
provider corresponding to the service provider ID code is generated. Once generated, the 
listing of service seekers is displayed via a customer management screen. As such, system 
administrators, as well as the service providers themselves, may view listings of service 
seekers in order to provide relationship management of the service seekers, such as for 
example, providing incentives to service seekers for follow-up advice communication, as 
well as blocking undesired service seekers from further contact with the service provider. 
[00032] In the following description, for the purposes of explanation, numerous 
specific details are set forth in order to provide a thorough understanding of the present 
invention. It will be apparent, however, to one skilled in the art that the present invention 
may be practiced without some of these specific details. In addition, the following 
description provides examples, and the accompanying drawings show various examples for 
the purposes of illustration. However, these examples should not be construed in a limiting 
sense as they are merely intended to provide examples of the present invention rather than 
to provide an exhaustive list of all possible implementations of the present invention. In 
other instances, well-known structures and devices are shown in block diagram form in 
order to avoid obscuring the details of the present invention. 

[00033] In an embodiment, the methods of the present invention are embodied in 
machine-executable instructions. The instructions can be used to cause a general-purpose 
or special-purpose processor that is programmed with the instructions to perform the steps 
of the present invention. Alternatively, the steps of the present invention might be 
performed by specific hardware components that contain hardwired logic for performing 
the steps, or by any combination of programmed computer components and custom 
hardware components. 

[00034] The present invention may be provided as a computer program product 
which may include a machine or computer-readable medium having stored thereon 
instructions which may be used to program a computer (or other electronic devices) to 
perform a process according to the present invention. The computer-readable medium may 
include, but is not limited to, floppy diskettes, optical disks, Compact Disc, Read-Only 
Memory (CD-ROMs), and magneto-optical disks, Read-Only Memory (ROMs), Random 
Access Memory (RAMs), Erasable Programmable Read-Only Memory (EPROMs), 



6 




Atty . Docket No. : 4704P020 Express Mail No. : EL65 1 893 670US 

Electrically Erasable Programmable Read-Only Memory (EEPROMs), magnetic or optical 
cards, flash memory, or the like. 

[00035] Accordingly, the computer-readable medium includes any type of 
media/machine-readable medium suitable for storing electronic instructions. Moreover, the 
present invention may also be downloaded as a computer program product. As such, the 
program may be transferred from a remote computer (e.g., a server) to a requesting 
computer (e.g., a client). The transfer of the program may be by way of data signals 
embodied in a carrier wave or other propagation medium via a communication link (e.g., a 
modem, network connection or the like). 
System Ar chitecture 

[00036] FIG. 1 depicts one embodiment of a service provider system architecture 
100 in which the systems and methods of the present invention may be incorporated. The 
service provider system 100 includes one or more service seeker computers 120 (120-1, . . 
., 120-N) connected through a network 400 (such as an Intranet, an Extranet, a LAN or a 
WAN such as the Internet) to a host computer or web server ("service provider server 
computer") 300. One or more service provider computers 204 are also connected to the 
service provider server computer 300 via the network 400. Persons skilled in the art will 
recognize that the service provider server computer 300 may include one or more computers 
working together to provide the server computer functions described herein. 
[00037] The system 100 also includes one or more service providers 200 (200-A, 
. . ., 200-N) each having a communications device 202 (202-1, . . ., 202-N) that is 
connected to a communications network 110. Accordingly, one or more service seekers 
(users) 104 (104-1, .. ., 104-N) access the service provider system via either 
communications devices 104 (104-A, . . ., 104-N) that are connected to the 
communications network 1 10 or service seeker computers 120. In accordance with the 
teachings of the present invention, a user 102 can send a request 106 (106- A, . . ., 106-N) 
via the communications device 104 or service seeker computer 120, which is received by 
the service provider server computer 300. 

[00038] As described in further detail below, the service provider server computer 
300 can then automatically connect the user 104 to a selected service provider 200 for a live 
conversation either via the communication devices 102 and 202 or the computers 120 and 
204. Accordingly, when the request 106 is provided via a communication device 104, the 
request 106 may be in the form of either a voice command or keypad entry. As described 
in further detail below, the service provider server computer 300 can then connect the 
service seeker 102 to a selected service provider 200 for a live conversation via the 
communications/audio interface 308. 
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[00039] The communications network 1 10 generally refers to any type of wire or 
wireless link enabling the transmission of voice data such as, but not limited to, a public 
switched telephone network, a wireless communications network, a local area network, a 
wide area network or a combination of networks. The communications devices 104 and 
200 generally refer to any type of device capable of receiving speech or keypad entry from a 
user and providing the speech/keypad entry to a destination via a communications network, 
such as the communications network 110. In an embodiment of the present invention, the 
communications network 1 10 is a public switched telephone network and the 
communications device 104 and 200 are telephones. 

[00040] However, in contrast to service provider systems described in U.S. Patent 
Application No. 09/414,710 and U.S. Patent Application No. 09/702,217, service provider 
system 100, as depicted in FIG. 1, includes a service seeker transaction database 350. The 
service seeker transaction database contains a transaction record for each advice 
communication between a service seeker and a selected service provider. As will be 
described in further detail below, the advice communication may be in the form of a live 
advice conversation as described above, a recorded advice communication, as well as a 
written advice communication via, for example, electronic mail. 

[00041] Accordingly, as each communication occurs between service seekers and 
service providers, a transaction record is generated in the service seeker transaction 
database 350 in order to enable customer management procedures, as will be described in 
further detail below, to provide service providers with listings of each service seeker that 
has received an advice communication from the service provider. As such, service 
providers, or system administrators, may view their respective service seekers (customers) 
via listings provided by customer management procedures, as will be described in further 
detail below. 

[00042] Using the various procedures provided, the service providers can provide 
incentives to service seekers in order to induce the service seekers to engage in additional 
receipt of advice communication, thereby generating additional compensation to the service 
providers, as well as providing additional compensation to the service provider system 100. 
In addition, the customer management procedures provide further functionality for 
processing service seeker listings, as will be described in further detail below. 
[00043] Referring now to FIG. 2A, FIG. 2A further illustrates the service provider 
system 100, including the service provider server computer 300, as well as the service 
provider communication devices 202 and the service seeker communication devices 104 
coupled to the communications interface 308. The service provider server computer 300 
includes a central processing unit (CPU) 302, a user interface 304, a network interface 306, 
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a communications interface 308, a service provider database (DB) 310, a service seeker 
transaction DB 350 and a memory 312. The service provider server computer 300 can be 
any type of computing device, such as, but not limited to, desktop computers, work 
stations, lap tops and/or mainframe computers. 

[00044] The communications interface 308 is used to communicate with users 1 02 
and service providers 200, as well as other system resources not shown. In one 
embodiment, the communications interface 308 receives an audio request 106 provided by 
user 102 through a communications 104, which is provided over the communications 
network 1 10. The communications interface 308 provides digitized voice requests to the 
audio portal server computer 300 for interactive voice recognition, including voice 
processing, speech recognition and text-to-speech processing. In addition, 
communications interface 308 provides digitized keypad responses to the service computer 
for decoding of dual tone multi-frequency (DTMF) signals. 

[00045] The network interface 306 is used to connect a user computer 120 to a 
selected service provider computer 202 for real-time communication, such as voice over 
Internet Protocol (IP), video over-IP, or the like. The memory 312 of the service provider 
server computer 300 may be implemented as RAM (random access memory), SRAM 
(synchronous RAM), SDRAM (synchronous data RAM) or a combination of RAM and 
non- volatile memory, such as one or more memory modules, storage volumes, or magnetic 
disk storage units. The memory can contain any of the following: 

• an operating system 314; 

• internet access procedures 316; 

• web server procedures 318; 

• web creation procedures 320; 

• communications interface procedures 322 for receiving an audio request 
(voice/keypad entry) 106 from the user 102 via the communications interface 308 
and utilizing either integrated voice recognition (IVR) for voice requests or dual tone 
multi-frequency (DTMF) decoding for keypad entry request to provide the user with 
a selected service provider and connect the service seeker 102 with the selected 
service provider 200 for a live conversation; 

• audio service provider selection procedures 324 for providing the service seeker 
102 with keypad entry options for direct service provider connection by entering a 
service provider extension or browsing fields of service from an auditory list of 
fields of service providers provided by the system 100, including corresponding 
keypad entry codes, auditory lists of service providers matching a field of service 
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selected by the user 102, as well as receiving various descriptors for narrowing the 
search of service providers, including acceptable price ranges, acceptable quality 
ratings, specific languages, as well as a service provider ID of a specific service 
provider when known by the service seeker 102; 

• online service provider selection procedures 324 for providing the service seeker 
102 with an online interface for providing listing of fields of service available from 
the audio portal system 100, as well as receiving various descriptors for narrowing 
the search of service providers, including acceptable price ranges, acceptable quality 
ratings, specific languages, as well as a service provider ID of a specific service 
provider when known by the service seeker 102; 

• network interface procedures 326 for directing the network interface 306 to connect 
a user computer 1230 to a selected service provider computer 202 for real-time 
communication, such as voice over Internet Protocol (IP), video over-IP, or the 
like, once a service provider is selected; 

• billing procedures 330 for billing the service seeker 102 following an advice 
communication exchange with the service provider 200, as well as compensating 
the service provider 200 for the advice communication exchange and collecting a 
premium fee for the service provider system 100; 

• provider interface procedures 332 for providing an on-line interface, as well as an 
audio interface (e.g., via telephone), to service providers 200 requesting inclusion 
in the service provider database 310 in order to provide live services via the audio 
portal system 100 to perspective users 102; 

• allowing service providers 200 to update information in the service provider 
database 310, including times of availability; 

• customer management procedures 334 for providing a service provider, or system 
administrator, with a listing of service seekers which have received an advice 
communication from a respective service provider, the advice communication 
including live advice via communications devices 104 and 202 or voice and video 
over-IP via computers 120 and 204, recorded advice and written advice, to enable 
service seekers to perform customer relationship management of service seekers, 
including providing incentives for repeat business, customer lists, as well as 
blocking selected service seekers from future advice communications; 

• customer blocking procedures 336 for receiving a selection for one or more service 
seekers and blocking the selected service seekers from receipt of future advice 
communications from the service provider; 

10 
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• customer listing procedures 338 for generating customer lists created by the service 
provider and placing selected service seekers within the customer listings generated 
by the service provider; 

• customer e-mail procedures 340 for enabling the generation of an e-mail to one or 
more service seekers selected by the service provider to provide, for example 
invitations, as well as incentives to the selected service seekers, in order to entice 
the service seekers to receive future communications advice from the selected 
service provider; 

• customer incentive procedures 342 for providing communication incentives to 
service seekers, which have engaged in repeat receipt of advice communications 
from a selected service provider in response to received communication incentives 
via, for example e-mail, including, for example, free minutes, cash prizes or the 
like; 

• customer description procedures 344 utilized by the customer listing procedures 338 
in order to enable a service provider to enter comments regarding one or more 
selected service seekers describing, for example, communication notes gathered by 
the service provider during advice communications with the one or more service 
seekers; 

• service seeker alert procedures 346 for notifying a service provider to initiate contact 
with the selected service seekers in order to provide the designated service seekers 
with communication incentives and invitations for follow-up advice 
communications therebetween; 

transaction database procedures 348 for generating a transaction record within the 
transaction database 350 for each advice communication between a service provider 
and a service seeker, as well as accessing the transaction database at the request of 
the customer management procedures 334 in order to select a list of service seekers 
that have received advice communications from a respective service provider; and 

• other procedures and files. 

[00046] FIG. 2B illustrates the service seeker computer 120, which includes a CPU 
122, a user interface 124, a memory 128 and a communications interface 126. The 
communications interface 126 is used to communicate with the service provider server 
computer 300, as well as other system resources not shown. Additionally, the service 
seeker computer may include a microphone as well as a digital video camera, utilized by 
voice/video procedures 136, for enabling voice over-IP or video over-IP communication 
between a user 102 and a selected service provider 200. 
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[00047] The memory 128 of the service seeker computer 120 may be implemented as 
RAM (random access memory) or a combination of RAM, SRAM (synchronous RAM), 
SDRAM (synchronous data RAM) and non-volatile memory, such as one or more memory 
modules, storage volumes, or one or more magnetic disk storage units. The memory 128 
can contain the following: 

• an operating system 130; 

• internet access procedures 132; 

• web browser procedures 134 for accessing online applications, such as service 
provider computer 300; 

• voice/video communication procedures 136 for enabling voice over-IP or video 
over-IP communication between a user 102 and a selected service provider 200; and 

• other procedures and files. 

[00048] FIG. 2B also illustrates the service provider computer 202, which includes a 
CPU 204, a user interface 206, a memory 210 and a communications interface 208. The 
communications interface 208 is used to communicate with the voice portal server computer 
300, as well as other system resources not shown. Additionally, the service provider may 
include a microphone as well as a digital video camera, utilized by voice/video 
communication procedures 220, for enabling voice over-IP or video over-IP 
communication between a user 102 and a selected service provider 200. 
[00049] The memory 210 of the service provider computer 202 may be implemented 
as RAM (random access memory) or a combination of RAM and non- volatile memory, 
such as SRAM (synchronous RAM), SDRAM (synchronous data RAM) and one or more 
magnetic disk storage units. The memory 210 can contain the following: 

• an operating system 212; 

• internet access procedures 214; 

• web browser procedures 216 for accessing online applications, such as service 
provider computer 300; 

• voice/video communication procedures 216 for enabling voice over-IP or video 
over-IP communication between a user 102 and a selected service provider 200; and 

• as well as other procedures and files. 

[00050] The embodiments depicted in FIGS. 2A and 2B include a service provider 
database 310 containing information about a wide array of service providers 200. In order 
to present themselves to their potential clients (service seekers), service providers 200 list 
themselves in this database 310. In one embodiment, this is done through the use of an 
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Internet web site, via web pages (not shown) provided by the service provider interface 
procedures 332. The service provider 200 registers his/her name and phone number using 
the web page, along with a description of the service that he/she offers. The description 
includes key words describing the field of service. The description also includes a price for 
rendering the service, most commonly, but not restricted to a per-minute price. 
[00051 ] The service provider 200 then informs the system 100 of the times when 
he/she is available to receive calls. Switching service provider 200 availability status can be 
done online or through a communications device, such as a telephone. Once the database 
310 contains the phone numbers of service providers, descriptions of their services, their 
prices, and their real-time availability statuses, the audio portal system 100 can provide 
services to users 102 desiring corresponding services. 

[00052] In one embodiment a telephone is used as part of the delivery mechanism or 
communications device 104 and 202 of the system 100. A user 102 seeking services 
(service seekers) dials a central telephone number and then listens to a series of options, 
including entry of verification information, such as a personal information number (PIN) 
code. The seeker can select keypad request or voice request to indicate the type of service 
he would like to receive by speaking the name of a profession, such as "psychiatrist," 
which is processed by the system's audio interface 308 using audio interface procedures 
322. 

[00053] In an alternate embodiment, the service seeker 102 can listen to a series of 
professions and press the numerical keypad to select one by selecting a field of service 
browse option. Accordingly, the system accepts keypad or voice response from a service 
seeker 102 and continues until the desired field of service is selected. In addition, when 
known, the service seeker 102 can select a direct connection and provide a service provider 
ID (telephone extension) of a desired service provider for immediate connection with the 
selected service provider (as described above). 

[00054] Once the user 102 has indicated a field of service using the service provider 
selection procedures 324/326, the system 100 searches its database 310 for service 
providers in that field. The service provider selection procedures 324/326 allow the user 
102 to further narrow the search for a service provider 200 by speaking - or pressing into 
the telephone keypad - a price, such as "50 cents per minute." The server computer 300 
will then narrow the search in the database 310 for service providers 200 that match the 
price range. 

[00055] The service seeker 102 can further narrow the search for a service provider 
200 by speaking - or pressing into the telephone keypad - a quality rating, such as "three 
stars or higher." The server computer 300 will then narrow the search in the database 340 



13 




Alty. Docket No. : 4704P020 Express Mail No. : EL65 1 893670US 

for service providers 200 which match the quality rating range. Finally, the user 102 can 
further narrow the search for a service provider by speaking - or pressing into the 
telephone keypad - the name of a language, such as "Spanish." The server computer 300 
will then narrow the search in the database 310 for service providers 200 who can speak 
this language. 

[00056] Once converted, the service provider selection procedures 324 will query the 
service provider database 310 using the user selection in order to provide either service 
providers within a field of service selected by the user or corresponding service provider 
selected by the user. Accordingly, in certain embodiments, prior users may enter a service 
provider code number for immediate connection to the service provider. Accordingly, the 
seeker can avoid delays provided via interface prompts required by new users in order to 
familiarize users with the fields of service available from the audio portal system 100. In 
one embodiment, if the service provider is not available, the seeker is given the option to 
connect with the highest rated service provider within the corresponding category. As 
such, the service provider selection procedures 324/326 include both IVR software, as well 
as DTMF decoding software, depending on whether the user's responses are provided as 
voice responses or keypad entry. 

[00057] Once a service provider 200 with the desired characteristics has been 
chosen, the audio portal system 100 will automatically connect the service seeker 102 with 
the selected service provider 200, assuming the service provider is available. Once both the 
service seeker 102 and provider 200 are on the phone line 1 10, the system 100 conferences 
the two phone calls together, enabling services to be rendered in a live conversation. The 
system keeps track of the time spent on the phone call using the conversation monitoring 
procedures 340. The service seeker 102 is then billed accordingly, and the funds are 
transferred to the provider 200 using the billing procedures 328. In addition, a transaction 
record is generated within the transaction by using the transaction DB procedures 348. 
[00058] Referring now to FIG. 3, FIG. 3 depicts a block diagram illustrating a 
customer management screen 500 in accordance with one embodiment of the present 
invention. The customer management screen 500 is generated using the customer 
management procedures 334 in response to selection of a customer management link 
within, for example, a service provider management page (not shown). As indicated, the 
customer management screen 500 includes a listing of service providers 520 that have 
received advice communications from the respective service provider. 
[00059] As described above, the advice communications may be in the form of a live 
advice communication via a communications device, such as a telephone, as indicated by 
col. 530, as well as recorded advice communications, as indicated by col. 532, and written 
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advice communications, as indicated by col. 534. In addition, the listing includes the last 
contact date with the respective service seeker, as indicated by col. 536, as well as a total 
earnings col. 538, and a customer type col. 540. In addition, the customer management 
screen 500 provides a service provider with one or more options. 



compose e-mail option 506, a block option 508 and assign to list option 510. In order to 
use the provided options, a service provider will select checkboxes, indicated at col. 522, 
by for example, mouse clicking on the various checkboxes corresponding to desired service 
seekers. Once selected, the service provider can click on an option. Once the option is 
selected by the service provider, the customer management procedures 334 will process the 
selected service providers according to the selected option. When a service provider selects 
the compose e-mail option 506, the customer e-mail procedures 340 are performed. 
[00061] In one embodiment, the procedures 340 provide the service provider with an 
electronic mail generation screen in order for the service provider to enter desired 
information within the electronic mail. Once entered, the electronic mail will be sent to the 
selected service seekers. The electronic mail option may be utilized by service providers in 
order to provide incentives to the selected service seekers in order to entice the service 
seekers to engage the service providers' assistance in the form of an advice communication. 
When a service seeker responds to a communication incentive, the customer incentive 
procedures 342 will compensate the service seeker once the advice communication is 
complete. 

[00062] The block option 508 enables a service provider to select one or more of the 
service seekers within the list 520. Once selected, the block option 508 will invoke 
customer blocking procedures 336, which will prohibit the selected service seekers from 
engaging in future receipt of advice communications from the service provider. This is a 
very valuable feature for service providers that have encountered undesirable service 
seekers and would much rather prevent and avoid future contact with the undesirable 
service seekers. Finally, the assign to list option 510 invokes the customer listing 
procedures 338 to enable to the service provider to select one or more of the service seekers 
and to assign the service seekers to various lists, as depicted in FIG. 6, utilizing customer 
list screen 700. 

[00063] Referring now to FIG. 4, FIG. 4 depicts a customer detail screen 600, 
which is generated by the customer management procedures 334, when the user clicks on a 
service seeker from service seeker list 520. The customer detail screen will include the 
member name 602 and when necessary, an alert 604, as well as options for responding to 
the alert, such as sending Keen mail 608 and sending an invitation 610. The service seeker 



[00060] 



In the embodiment depicted, the service provider is provided with a 
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alert procedures 346 are utilized in order to alert service providers of service seekers that 
have expressed interest in additional receipt of advice communication, Accordingly, the 
indicated service seekers should be contacted in order to entice the service seekers to engage 
the service provider for additional advice communications. 

[00064] In one embodiment, alerts are generated for service seekers based on a total 
earnings amount from the service seeker, ratings received from the service seeker, as well 
as a last contact date from or with the respective service seeker. As indicated, the customer 
detail screen will include a contact summary 620, which will include a total earnings 
amount, average feedback given, type of contact, amount earned, number of contracts, 
number of minutes, last contact (in days). Finally, a contact screen 630 will include a type 
of contact with the user 634, as well as the date. The contact screen 630 also includes a 
note portion for the service provider to enter notes with regard to the respective service 
seeker. 

[00065] Referring now to FIG. 5, FIG. 5 depicts a customer contact screen 630, as 
depicted in FIG. 4. The customer contact screen 630 allows the service provider to enter 
notes regarding a respective service seeker, as well as viewing the type of contact with the 
service seeker 634, as well as an amount earned from the service seeker. Such notes may 
be utilized during future advice communications with the respective service provider in 
order to provide improved advice communications therewith. 

[00066] Finally, referring to FIG. 6, FIG. 6 depicts customer list screen 700, which 
may include the names of the various lists generated by the service provider. By default, 
the customer list will automatically include a new customers list, an unassigned customers 
list, as well as a block customers list. Procedural methods for describing and implementing 
the customer relationship management features described herein are now provided. 
Operation 

[00067] Referring now to FIG. 7, FIG. 7 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method 
800 for online advice customer relationship management within a service provider system, 
such as for example system 100, as depicted in FIGS. 1 through 2B. As such, the method 
described enables service providers to track customers, or service seekers, that have 
received advice communications from the service provider via e-mail, recorded advice or 
live advice communication via communication devices, such as standard telephones. 
Utilizing the methods described herein, a service provider can keep track of the various 
customers that have been provided advice communications via listings of the various 
customers, or service seekers. 

[00068] Using the listings, the service provider can select customer management 
options, as will be described in further detail below, as well as providing incentives to 
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previous customers in order to entice the customers to engage in repeat receipt of advice 
communications from the service provider. Accordingly, virtually any system that provides 
live advice via communications devices, such as telephones or online advice via voice or 
video over-IP, as well as recorded information, can keep track of its customers. In addition 
to customer tracking, the method enables providing of customers with incentives in order to 
generate repeat business, which will result in increased compensation for the various 
providers and, in effect, generate additional compensation for the systems which provide 
these advice communications. 

[00069] The online advice customer management method 800 begins at process 
block 830, wherein a service provider ID code is determined. Once the service provider ID 
is determined, a list of service seekers that have received advice communications regarding 
a field of service from the service provider are generated. In one embodiment, this listing is 
generated using customer management procedures 334 by selecting service seekers that 
have received advice communications from a service provider corresponding to the service 
provider ID code determined at process block 830. Finally, at process block 850, the 
listing of service seekers is displayed via a customer display screen, such as depicted in 
FIG. 3. Once displayed, the service seeker can perform relationship management of the 
listed service seekers in order to provide, for example repeat advice communication 
incentives, customer list management, as well as blocking customers from repeat receipt of 
advice communications. 

[00070] Referring now to FIG. 8, FIG. 8 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 802, which is performed prior to determining of the service provider ID 
code at process block 830. At process block 804, a service provider is selected from a 
service provider system, such as for example the service provider system as depicted in 
FIGS. 1 through 2B. Once selected, at process block 806, one or more service seekers are 
determined that have received advice communications regarding a field of service from the 
selected service provider. Next, at process block 808, a transaction record is generated 
within a service seeker transaction database 350 for each determined service seeker. 
[00071] In one embodiment, this is performed using the transaction database 
procedures 348. Finally, at process block 810, process block 804 through 808 are repeated 
for each service provider available from the service provider system 100. Accordingly, for 
each advice communication engaged between a service seeker and a service provider, the 
system 100 will generate a corresponding transaction record in order to enable the customer 
relationship management process as described herein. 

[00072] Referring now to FIG. 9, FIG. 9 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 810, which is performed prior to determination of the service provider ID 
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code at process block 830. At process block 812, it is determined whether a login request 
is received. Once the login request is received, at process block 814, it is determined 
whether a service provider password corresponds to the service provider ID contained 
within the login request. Assuming the service provider is verified, process block 816 is 
performed. Otherwise, the procedure terminates. Once verified, at process block 816, the 
service provider is presented with a service provider system homepage. Next, at process 
block 818, it is determined whether the service provider has selected a customer 
management link. Once the service provider selects the customer management link, process 
block 820 is performed. At process block 820, the service provider is presented with a 
customer management interface screen 500, for example as depicted in FIG. 3. 
[00073] Referring now to FIG. 10, FIG. 10 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method for determining the service provider ID code of process block 830, as 
depicted in FIG. 7. At process block 834, it is determined whether a service provider 
selection of a customer management link is received. Once received, at process block 836, 
a service provider ID code of the service provider is detected. Finally, at process block 
838, the determined service provider ID code is provided to a service seeker list generation 
procedure, such as for example customer management procedure 334, as depicted in 
FIG. 2A. 

[00074] Referring now to FIG. 1 1, FIG. 1 1 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 842 for generating the listing of service seekers of process block 840, as 
depicted in FIG. 7. At process block 842, it is determined whether a service provider ID 
code is received. Once the service provider ID code is received, a service seeker transaction 
database 350 is queried to determine the list of service seekers having received advice 
communications from a service provider matching the service provider ID code. Querying 
of the service seeker transaction database 350 is performed using, for example the 
transaction database procedures 348, and will include a listing of service seekers that have 
received advice communications via a communications medium, such as a telephone, 
recorded advice and written advice, via, for example, electronic mail. 
[00075] Referring now to FIG. 12, FIG. 12 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method 852 for displaying the listing of service seekers of process block 850, as 
depicted in FIG. 7. At process block 854, the list of service seekers is sorted according to 
a data of most recent contact with the corresponding service provider. Next, at process 
block 856, a user, such as for example the service provider or a system administrator, is 
provided with one or more links for selecting customer management processing commands. 
The customer management processing commands are utilized for processing one or more 
selected service seekers contained in the listing, for example as depicted in FIG. 3. 
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[00076] In one embodiment, the customer management processing commands 
include e-mail generation options, customer blocking options and list generation options, 
which are provided using procedures 336 through 342, as depicted in FIG. 2A. At process 
block 858, it is determined whether a sort request is received from the user, such as for 
example, by clicking one of the columns, as depicted in FIG. 3A. When a sort request is 
received, at process block 860, the listing is sorted according to criteria provided by the 
service provider. 

[00077] Referring now to FIG. 13, FIG. 13 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method 
862 for processing a service seeker listing utilizing one or more of the customer 
management options, as depicted in FIG. 3. At process block 864, a service provider 
selection is received for one or more of the service seekers contained in the service seeker 
display screen 500, as depicted in FIG. 3. Next, at process block 866, a service provider 
selection for a customer management processing command is received. Finally, at process 
block 868, the selected service seekers are processed according to the selected customer 
management processing command. 

[00078] Referring now to FIG. 14, FIG. 14 depicts a flowchart illustrating an 
additional method for processing the selected service providers of process block 868, as 
depicted in FIG. 13. At process block 872, it is determined whether a compose mail 
command is received. When a compose mail command is received, at process block 874, 
the service provider is provided with a mail screen for entering in desired information to be 
provided to each of the selected service providers via electronic mail. Otherwise, at process 
block 876, it is determined whether a service seeker block command is received. 
[00079] When a service seeker block command is received, at process block 878, 
each selected service provider is blocked from receiving further advice communications 
from the service provider, utilizing for example, the customer blocking procedures 336, as 
depicted in FIG. 2A. Finally, at process block 880, it is determined whether a service 
seeker assignment command is received. When a service seeker assignment command is 
received, at process block 882, the selected service providers are assigned to one or more 
lists generated by the service provider, utilizing for example the customer linking 
procedures 338, as depicted in FIG. 2A. 

[00080] Referring now to FIG. 15, FIG. 15 depicts an additional method 850 for 
providing the list of service seekers at process block 850, as depicted in FIG. 7. At 
process block 892, one or more service seekers are determined from the customer 
management screen 500, which are designated by the service provider system as potential 
repeat customers according to predetermined criteria. In one embodiment, the 
predetermined criteria may include a day of last contact, a total earnings received from the 
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various service seekers, as well as determination of any e-mail contact received by the 
service provider from the service seeker. 

[00081] Once determined, at process block 894, an alert is listed via the customer 
management screen 500, as well as via the customer detail screen 600, as depicted in FIG. 
4, for each of the determined service seekers at process block 892. For example, as 
depicted in FIG. 4, the service provider will be provided with the member name 602, an 
indication for urgent follow-up 604, an option to send Keen mail 608 or send an invitation 
610 in order to alert the service seeker to contact the service provider for further receipt of 
advice communications. Accordingly, the service provider may, via the e-mail option, send 
service seekers, which are indicated under service seeker alerts, with incentive 
compensation for repeat receipt of advice communications, utilizing for example, the 
service seeker alert procedures 346, as depicted in FIG. 2A. 

[00082] Referring now to FIG. 16, FIG. 16 depicts a method 900 for utilizing 
online advice customer relationship management provided via a service provider system, 
for example as depicted in FIGS. 1 through 2B, by either a service provider or a system 
administrator of the service provider system 100. At process block 902, a customer 
relationship management portion of the service provider system is accessed by a service 
provider. Once accessed, at process block 904, the service provider receives a customer 
display screen, such as for example customer management screen 500, as depicted in 
FIG. 3. As illustrated, the customer management screen 500 will include a listing of one 
or more service seekers that have received advice communications regarding a field of 
service from the service provider. 

[00083] Finally, at process block 906, the service provider views the listing of 
service seekers that is processed according to one or more customer management 
processing options, which are provided via the customer management screen 500, as 
depicted in FIG. 3, and selected by the service provider. Accordingly, as depicted in 
FIG. 3, the service provider may select either the compose e-mail option 506, the block 
option 508 or the assignment to list option 510. However, it should be recognized that the 
customer management screen 500 is provided for illustration purposes only and should not 
be construed in a limiting sense. As such, those skilled in the art will appreciate that 
various additional customer relationship processing commands may be included and 
provided via online interfaces, such as the customer management screen 500. 
[00084] Referring now to FIG. 17, FIG. 17 depicts an additional method 908 for 
viewing the listing of service seekers of process block 906, as depicted in FIG. 16. At 
process block 910, it is determined whether a service seeker alert is received, via for 
example the customer management screen 500. When a service seeker alert is received, at 
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process block 912, the service provider is provided with the option of contacting the 
designated service seekers in order to provide, for example incentives for repeat business 
and engagement in advice communication with the service provider. In one embodiment, 
the customer service alert procedures 346 will provide, in conjunction with the customer 
management procedures 344, a customer detail screen, which will list the alert 604 along 
with options for sending e-mail 608, as well as sending the selected service seekers an 
invitation for engagement in advice communication with the service provider. 
[00085] Referring now to FIG. 1 8, FIG. 1 8 depicts a flowchart illustrating a method 
920 for processing the service seeker list according to a customer management processing 
option, for example as depicted in FIG. 3. At process block 922, one or more service 
seekers are selected from the customer management screen 500. Once selected, at process 
block 934, a service seeker list assignment command 920 is selected at process block 924. 
Next, at process block 926, one or more service seeker lists are generated, using for 
example the customer listing procedures 338. Finally, at process block 928, the service 
provider assigns each selected service provider to the one or more generated service seeker 
lists, for example as depicted via customer list screen 700, as depicted in FIG. 6. 
[00086] Referring now to FIG. 19, FIG. 19 depicts a flow chart illustrating a 
method 930 for providing incentive compensation to service providers. At process block 
932, one or more service seekers are selected from the listing 520 of the customer 
management screen 500. Next, at process block 934, the service provider selects the 
compose e-mail option 506 to generate an e-mail to each of the selected service providers. 
In one embodiment, the e-mail may include compensation incentives for receipt of repeat 
advice communication from the service provider. Next, at process block 938, it is 
determined whether a connection request is received from one or more of the service 
seekers receiving the compensation incentives. Once received, at process block 938, the 
service provider and the service seeker may engage in advice communication. On the 
advice communication is complete, at process block 940, the service seeker is provided 
with the compensation incentives, utilizing for example the customer incentive procedures 
342. 

[00087] Finally, referring to FIG. 20, FIG. 20 depicts a flowchart illustrating a 
method for blocking service seekers from repeat receipt of advice communications from a 
respective service provider, utilizing for example the customer blocking procedures 336, as 
depicted in FIG. 2A. At process block 952, the service provider will select one or more 
service seekers listed in the customer management screen 500. Next, at process block 
954, the service provider will select a service seeker block command. Once selected, at 
process block 956, the service provider system 100 utilizing the customer block procedures 
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336 will block the selected service seekers from receiving and engaging in advice 
communications with the service provider. 

[00088] Accordingly, as described herein, the customer relationship management 
procedures enable systems that provide live or recorded advice via communication means, 
such as e-mail or via online access, with means for tracking the various customers that have 
solicited and received advice from the various systems. Utilizing these customer tracking 
options and management functions, the various providers within the systems, as well as the 
administrator of the systems, may track the various customers and device means for 
engaging the customers in repeat business. In doing so, the service provider systems will 
generate increased compensation for themselves and in systems that collect a portion of the 
fees provided from the service seekers to service providers, additional compensation will be 
received by the system. 

[00089] Furthermore, the customer relationship management options may be utilized 
by service providers in order to provide improved communication advice to service seekers 
by utilizing such options as customer description procedures 344, as depicted in FIG. 2A, 
and customer contact screen 630 to make notes regarding each advice communication with a 
service seeker. Such notes may be utilized in order to better understand the service seekers 
problems and provide improved advice communication in the future. Accordingly, the 
quality of service provided by such a system will be improved, resulting in repeat business, 
as well as additional customers. 
Alternate Embodiments 

[00090] Several aspects of one implementation of the online advice customer 
relationship management system for providing customer relationship management have 
been described. However, various implementations of the online advice customer 
relationship management system provide numerous features including, complementing, 
supplementing, and/or replacing the features described above. Features can be 
implemented as part of an online system or as part of a client-server system in different 
implementations. In addition, the foregoing description, for purposes of explanation, used 
specific nomenclature to provide a thorough understanding of the invention. However, it 
will be apparent to one skilled in the art that the specific details are not required in order to 
practice the invention. 

[00091] In addition, although an embodiment described herein is directed to an 
online advice customer relationship management system, it will be appreciated by those 
skilled in the art that the teaching of the present invention can be applied to other systems. 
In fact, systems for tracking customers who receive online advice via audio transmission 
mediums are within the teachings of the present invention, without departing from the 
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scope and spirit of the present invention. The embodiments described above were chosen 
and described in order to best explain the principles of the invention and its practical 
applications. These embodiment were chosen to thereby enable others skilled in the art to 
best utilize the invention and various embodiments with various modifications as are suited 
to the particular use contemplated. 

[00092] It is to be understood that even though numerous characteristics and 
advantages of various embodiments of the present invention have been set forth in the 
foregoing description, together with details of the structure and function of various 
embodiments of the invention, this disclosure is illustrative only. In some cases, certain 
subassemblies are only described in detail with one such embodiment. Nevertheless, it is 
recognized and intended that such subassemblies may be used in other embodiments of the 
invention. Changes may be made in detail, especially matters of structure and management 
of parts within the principles of the present invention to the full extent indicated by the 
broad general meaning of the terms in which the appended claims are expressed. 
[00093] The present invention provides many advantages over known techniques. 
The present invention includes the ability to enable service providers of service provider 
systems to track the various customers that have received live advice from the various 
service providers. In doing so, the service providers may provide incentives to service 
seekers that have received live advice from the service provider in order to induce repeat 
business. The service provider can also track service seekers and receive alerts from the 
system for initiating e-mail contact with service seekers designated by the system as most 
likely to engage in repeat business. The customer relationship tool described herein enables 
service providers to track clients in order to generate follow-up business, which will 
provide increased compensation for the service providers and as a result, provide increased 
compensation for the service provider system, which collects a portion of the fees charged 
by the service providers for providing live advice regarding one or more fields of service. 
[00094] Having disclosed exemplary embodiments and the best mode, modifications 
and variations may be made to the disclosed embodiments while remaining within the scope 
of the invention as defined by the following claims. 
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